The two earliest diplomas in the possession of the Royal Medical Society were both awarded to George Joseph Bell, BA Oxford. One of these diplomas was his Extraordinary Membership Diploma that was awarded to him on 5 April 1839. Very few of these Diplomas appear to have survived, and the critical introductory part of his Diploma is inscribed as follows: Ingenuus ornatissimusque Vir Georgius Jos. Bell dum socius nobis per tres annos interfuit, plurima eademque pulcherrima, hand minus ingenii f elicis, quam diligentiae insignis, animique ad optimum quodque parati, exempla in medium protulit. In quorum fidem has literas, meritis tantum concessus, manibus nostris sigilloque munitas, discedenti lubentissime donatus.2 Edinburgi 5 Aprilis 1839.3
Introduction
The two earliest diplomas in the possession o f the Royal Medical Society were both awarded to George Joseph Bell, BA Oxford. One o f these diplomas was his Extraordinary Membership D iploma that was awarded to him on 5 April 1839. Very few o f these Diplomas appear to have survived, and the critical introductory part o f his Diploma is inscribed as follows:
Ingenuus ornatissimusque Vir Georgius Jos. Bell dum socius nobis per tres annos interfuit, plurim a eademque pulcherrima, hand minus ingenii f elicis, quam diligentiae insignis, animique a d optimum quodque parati, exempla in medium protulit. In quorum fid e m has literas, meritis tantum concessus, manibus nostris sigilloque munitas, discedenti lubentissime donatus.2 Edinburgi 5 Aprilis 1839.3
Extraordinary membership o f the Society was usually awarded to Ordinary M embers o f the Society who had diligently attended the meetings o f the Society for at least two years, read a Dissertation and a comment on a case, and paid all o f their outstanding debts. According to Gray,4 in the early part o f the nineteenth century they were also obliged to have delivered a second set o f papers. On this occasion, B ell's Diploma indicates that he had been a Member o f the Society for a period o f three years when he was awarded his Diploma. While he delivered one Dissertation in 1839 that was bound into the appropriate volume retained in the Society's Library (see below), he also fulfilled the other requirem ents expected o f an Extraordinary Member as required by the Laws o f the Society at that time.5 Such Members enjoyed all o f the privileges enjoyed by Ordinary Members, but were not required to attend meetings. Substantial problems were encountered by the Extraordinary Members o f the Society in March 1808, when a motion was passed at an ordinary meeting o f the Society, that they should no longer be eligible to vote at the election o f Presidents. It was suggested that as they did not regularly attend meetings o f the Society, they w ere not adequately fam iliar with its activities. The Extraordinary Members immediately sought Counsel's opinion on this matter, and at an ordinary meeting o f the Society held on 22 April 1808, and as a result o f the advice they were given, the motion was subsequently w ithdraw n.6
The date o f award o f the second o f these Diplomas is somewhat curious, because he was Senior President during the Society's 103rd Session ( 1839-4 0).7 He was elected to this office by a m ajority o f the votes at the meeting held on Friday 29 November 1839. This presumably relates to the date that appears on his Senior President's Diploma. It is unclear on what evening the Annual Dinner was held that year, as this varied from year to year, as apparently did the venue for this event. Despite this, his Senior President's Diploma appears to have been awarded to him on 11 February 1842. One possibility is that he was unwell or was away from Edinburgh for some reason and was therefore unable to attend the Annual Dinner when he would normally have been expected to receive his Senior President's Diploma in 1839.'' No mention is made o f this episode in the Society's Minute Book.
Who was the recipient of these Diplomas?
The fact that he was named George Joseph Bell indicated that he might have been one o f the sons o f Professor George Joseph Bell, Professor o f the Law o f Scotland in the University o f Edinburgh.1" Professor George Joseph Bell was Charles Bell's mentor and older brother. They wrote to each other on a frequent basis and items from this correspondence between them were selected by Charles Bell's wife, Lady Bell, and published in 1870, long after both o f them had died. The fact that the recipient o f these Diplomas was one o f the sons o f Professor Bell was confirmed when the Archives o f the University o f Oxford were consulted. These indicated that George Joseph Bell ju n io r was indeed the second son o f Professor George Joseph Bell, o f Edinburgh.12 He had matriculated at Balliol College on 25 February 1833 at the age o f 20, having been bom on 19 August 1812, and graduated with the Oxford BA degree in 1836. He subsequently obtained the Oxford MA degree in 1842. More interestingly, he also graduated with the Oxford BM degree in 1842.13 Despite studying medicine in Edinburgh during the period between 1836-37 and 1840-41, there is no record that he was either awarded the LRCS Edin. diplom a,14 or graduated with the Edinburgh MD degree.15 The fact that he graduated with the Oxford BM degree in 1842 suggests that he was probably obliged to pass their written and viva examinations in order to graduate with their degree.
He signed the Obligation o f M embership o f the Royal Medical Society on 27 January 1837.16 An analysis o f the Society's Volumes o f bound Dissertations revealed that he read his Dissertation before the Society on 4 January 1839. The topic o f his Dissertation was "On the spontaneous obliteration o f arteries." By the standards o f the day, it was a fairly lengthy Dissertation, covering 69 pages o f hand-written text. Up to 1832, when the post was discontinued, an amanuensis, or semi-professional scribe, term ed a "T ranscriber" w ould have prepared the text o f the Dissertation that was bound in the volume that was retained in the Society's Library. The author would then have signed the Dissertation. This was to confirm that it was a true transcription o f his text. According to the 1823 Laws o f the Society then still in force,17 the Member had to present the Transcriber with the draft o f his Dissertation some weeks in advance of the M eeting w hen the D issertation was to be presented before the m em bership. T he T ranscriber then prepared tw o copies. O ne was presented to the Society and bound and retained in the Society's Library, while the other copy was circulated to all o f the M em bers who had previously indicated that they wished to read a copy o f his Dissertation in advance o f its delivery before the Society. According to the Laws o f the Society, their Porter only delivered these Dissertations to M embers who lived within a short distance o f the Society's premises. This was to allow them to prepare appropriate questions to be presented to the Member after he had delivered his Dissertation.18 In 1839, the Dissertations that were bound and retained in the Society's Library were written by the Members themselves.
His Extraordinary Membership Diploma was almost certainly presented to him at a special celebratory Dinner held on 5 April 1839, although it is unclear how many others received Extraordinary Membership Diplomas at this Dinner. Bell's Diploma was signed by the four Presidents elected during the Society's 102nd (1838-39) Session. It is interesting to note that 20 o f those who signed either his Extraordinary Membership Diploma or his Senior President's Diploma or both subsequently became extremely distinguished individuals, and abbreviated biographies o f these men were later published in the Dictionary o f National Biography. Interested readers will find the relevant references to these biographies in the Endnotes section. What is particularly curious about George Joseph Bell jun io r is that he appears to completely disappear from the scene either in 1842 or some time after he gained his Oxford BM degree. In order to try to establish his fate, his father's Will was checked to see whether this might shed any light on the matter, as his father died on 23 September 1843. While his Will was registered in the Edinburgh Sheriff's Court on 17 February 1844, his last Will was, however, dated 14 February 1840. While his wife had died in 1827, all o f their 10 children were still alive in 1840, and were all mentioned in his 1840 Will.22 According to information supplied by Balliol College, Oxford, George Joseph Bell jun io r died in 1847, but no additional information regarding his premature death has yet been found.23
The two principal guests when Bell was presented with his Extraordinary M embership Diploma, who were probably also invited to speak after the Dinner were: P rofessor S ir C harles Bell, FRCS Edin. Seventeen other Members o f the Society, or Guests of the Society, also signed the Diploma. O f these, it is possible to trace with little difficulty the following fourteen individuals: Jo h n A bercrom bie, MD Edin. 1803. He was never an Ordinary Member o f the Society, but was elected an Honorary Member in 1831. According to Professor John Goodsir, he was a great physician and extremely rich. 
The fate o f three additional individuals who appended their signatures to the Diploma has so far not been traced although at least one o f these individuals attended the Dinner in his capacity as an Ordinary Member o f the Society: A lexander G rah am M a rtin R oberts (Carmarthenshire, signed Obligation o f Membership on 7 December 1838). W illiam R obertson G eo rg e J o s e p h B ell J u n i o r 's S e n io r P re sid e n t's D ip lo m a As indicated previously, although George Joseph Bell ju n io r was Senior President during the Society's 103rd Session (1839-40), the date on his Diploma, that corresponded to when it was awarded to him, was 11 February 1842. It is now difficult to understand why there should have been such a delay between when he was Senior President o f the Society and when he was awarded his President's Diploma, unless he was unwell, or was away from Edinburgh, during the interim period. The University's Matriculation Album for the years 1836-37, 1837-38, 1838-39, 1839-40, and 1840-41 was checked. This was to establish whether he was in Edinburgh and attended the requisite medical classes during these sessions. This indicated that he had paid the Matriculation Fees during four o f these five Sessions. The exception was for the 1839-40 Session when his nam e did not ap p ear in the M a tric u latio n L ist. 
